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In early January, the US and Mexican governments concluded an agreement that will determine
Mexico's water allocations from the Rio Grande to the US for 2003. The agreement committed
Mexico to deliver 350,000 acre-feet of water to the US by the end of September. Of that total, 200,000
acre-feet would be released by the end of January.
The Comision Nacional de Agua (CNA) says ample rainfall in northeastern Mexico in November
and December helped replenish some water supplies in the Falcon and Amistad Reservoirs along
the US-Mexico border, which will allow Mexico to pay an installment on its water debt in 2003.
Negotiators for the two countries hoped this accord would help to temporarily defuse a longstanding dispute between the two countries over a 1944 water treaty, in which Mexico agreed to
provide water from the Rio Grande to the US in exchange for water from the Colorado River.
Instead, the agreement drew criticisms from both sides of the border. Farmers in northern Mexico
argue that the Mexican government has no business sending water to the US when the threat of
drought is still very real in northern Mexico despite recent rain. US critics, particularly farmers in
Texas, said the amounts that Mexico agreed to provide are insufficient to cover an adequate portion
of Mexico's water debt, which has accumulated to 1.5 million acre-feet over the past several years.

Farmers in northern Mexico worried about drought
The prospect of drought remains a very strong concern among farmers and ranchers in the northern
states of Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon, Chihuahua, and Coahuila, whose production would suffer if
dry conditions return again this year. The region has endured a series of droughts over the past
decade, at times requiring emergency aid from the federal government (see SourceMex, 1996-06-12,
1998-05-20, 1999-05-26, 2000-05-03 and 2002-10- 29).
In a mid-January interview with the Mexico City daily newspaper La Jornada, a spokesperson for a
coalition representing more than 14,000 agricultural producers in Tamaulipas state said there is no
evidence that drought conditions have eased in the region even with the precipitation that has fallen
so far this winter. The coalition said the Fox government may be ignoring its rights under the treaty
if it fails to determine conclusively if drought conditions will prevail this year.
Raising these same concerns, a key committee of the Mexican Congress summoned newly
appointed Foreign Relations Secretary Luis Ernesto Derbez and Jaime Jaquez, director of the
Comision Nacional del Agua (CNA) to testify. "With current volumes, we can guarantee a sufficient
supply of water to agricultural producers along the US- Mexico border," Jaquez told legislators.
He also noted that water supplies are assured for border cities like Ciudad Acuna, Piedras Negras,
Nuevo Laredo, Reynosa, Rio Bravo, Valle Hermoso, and Matamoros, which are vulnerable when
water levels drop sharply on the Rio Grande. Some legislators criticized the Fox government for
failing to inform the Congress about the specifics of the negotiations.
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"The details of the agreement were known in the press, but Congress was not informed," said Sen.
Oscar Luebbert, a member of the former governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI).
But deputy foreign relations secretary Mauricio Toussaint said precipitation has been sufficient in
northern Mexico in recent months to warrant making a payment. "We will be able to at least cover
the minimum for 2003, plus some of our deficit for 2002," said Toussaint, who is in charge of North
American affairs at the Secretaria de Relaciones Exteriores (SRE).

US critics say water payment insufficient
There was also discontent about the agreement on the US side. Farmers and politicians said
reservoirs in Mexico have recovered sufficiently for Mexico to provide more water than what was
committed during recent negotiations. "I believe the Mexican proposal is totally unacceptable,"
Texas Gov. Rick Perry said in a letter to US President George W. Bush's administration. "Mexico is
in default on the [1944 water] treaty, and the net result [is that] its proposal will do little more than
allocate a small portion of Mexico's increased reserves for transfer to the United States."
US Sen. Kay Baily Hutchinson (R-TX) expressed similar sentiments. "What I find most
disappointing is that even as satellite images show Mexican reservoirs with significant reserves,
they are releasing only the bare minimum," Bailey Hutchinson told the Dallas Morning News.
Representatives of President Vicente Fox's administration, answering to US critics, noted that
the Mexican government has made a good-faith effort over the past two years to comply with the
agreement in light of drought and strong political opposition at home. In 2001, the Fox government
drew strong criticism at home because of its decision to release as much as 600,000 acre-feet
of water, which at that time covered about 20% of its accumulated water debt (see SourceMex,
2001-04-18).
The Bush administration has also attempted to appease critics in Texas, promising that the US
would continue to pressure Mexico to eventually make full payment of its water debt. "We have
reached an understanding, a clear understanding with Mexico on these matters," said US State
Department spokesman Richard Boucher. He said the current agreement with Mexico commits that
country to pump "new water" to US farmers in time for the current growing season.

Dispute merits long-term solution
Political analysts said the decision of the Fox government to make a water payment is beneficial for
US-Mexico relations. "What is important here isn't who won or who lost. What is important is that
there is an agreement," said Rafael Fernandez de Castro, a specialist on US- Mexican relations at the
Instituto Autonomo Tecnologico de Mexico (ITAM).
But some analysts expect disputes over water to remain a part of the US-Mexico agenda for years to
come. "For decades, water has been one of the most difficult issues between the two countries, and I
believe that 10 years from now it will still be a difficult issue," said Jorge Chabat, international affairs
analyst with the Center for Economic Research, a Mexico City think tank.
The prospect of further conflict has led a binational US- Mexico commission to urge the Bush and
Fox governments to appoint a task force to develop medium- and long-term strategy to deal with
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the issue. "Any failure to resolve water management along the US-Mexico border could generate a
destabilizing mix of conflicts among our nations," said a document published by the commission,
which include business leaders and several ex-government officials.
The Fox government, for its part, will continue to push for fundamental changes to the treaty,
which it says has become obsolete because it was negotiated in the early 1940s. The administration
contends the treaty does not take into account the explosive growth in population and industry
that has occurred over the past several decades. Additionally, Mexico contends that the treaty
fails to consider the effect of climate changes on water supplies. "The Mexican government is
seeking a technical redefinition of what constitutes drought," said deputy foreign relations secretary
Geronimo Gutierrez Fernandez. (Sources: Associated Press, 01/09/03; Los Angeles Times, Reforma,
01/10/03; The Dallas Morning News, 01/11/03; Agencia de noticias Proceso, 01/09/03, 01/22/03; La
Jornada, 01/15/03, 01/24/03; El Universal, 01/10/03, 01/24/03, 01/28/03; Notimex, 01/22/03, 01/23/03,
01/28/03; Milenio Diario, 01/29/03)
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